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Introduction:
In the early morning hours of September 11, 2001, 19 members of the Islamist jihadist group al-
Qaeda – deemed a terrorist organization by most parts of the international community – hijacked
four commercial airliners and launched a suicide attack against several high-profile U.S. targets. At
8:46 a.m. the first airplane hit the North Tower of the World Trade Center in central Manhattan,
New York City, followed less than twenty minutes later when the second one flew into the South
Tower, causing most of the damage and by far the highest number of casualties of the entire strike.
Almost 3,000 people lost their lives and twice as many were injured in what has since gone down in
history as the single most devastating terrorist attack on American soil.
Aside from the immediate death and destruction, 9/11 – as the attack simply became known – had
major worldwide ramifications. First of all, the aligned Western powers had a new common enemy,
and the Russians, who had been the omnipresent evil throughout the greater part of the 20th century,
were definitively laid to rest and forgotten. Fear had gotten a new face. It was not the first time that
the world had experienced the offense of radical Muslim paramilitaries out of the conflict-ridden
Middle East, and their holy war – in the name of God, or Allah – which led to acts of religious
extremist terrorism, but with this single immense blow they had made one giant leap to the very top
of the rostrum for brutal bad guys. This prompted the soi-disant “leader of the free world”, the 43rd
president  of  the  United  States  of  America,  George  W. Bush,  to  declare  a  war  on  yet  another
ambiguous concept (the ‘70s, ‘80s, and ’90s having been all about the war on drugs). This time the
American government wanted to take on fear itself, the terror, personified by dark and dirty long
bearded Muslims clad in pious clothing, wielding AK-47s, hiding in caves, and making muffled
threats in monotonous Arabic on gritty video recordings. With a mobilized alliance of like-minded
states,  the Americans  launched two actual  wars,  in Afghanistan and in Iraq,  and spearheaded a
decade-long manhunt for the public enemy number one, the most wanted, al-Qaeda chieftain Osama
bin Laden.
All  of  this  gradually  led  to  a  change  in  the  Western  perception  of  the  Middle  East  and  its
inhabitants, especially the Arab people and their Muslim brothers and sisters of different ethnicities,
and hence also meant a change for the cultural representations of Middle Easterners, in the media
and in movies, television, and literature. A region whose international attention formerly had been
centered almost exclusively on the age-old yet  fairly geographically confined Israeli-Palestinian
conflict was now right in the middle of the global limelight. The cameras were rolling, and the
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Middle East was on everybody’s  lips – which, to some extent,  still  is  the case.  Some chose to
contribute with grist to the terror mill and represented the Middle Easterners, jihadists or not, as
ferocious, dangerous madmen of equally underdeveloped minds and die-hard enthusiasm when it
came to the bloodshed of the Western infidels, while others opted for a more sympathetic approach.
This was, of course, the case with the very diverse international news coverage, but also with the
many films spawned by the conflict and the growing interest in this newfound opposition. Middle
Easterners had obviously featured in American cinema before, mainly as villains when Hollywood
needed a hard-earned break from their generic Boris, Ivan, or Vladimir, but the al-Qaeda attacks on
September 11, 2001, had ensured that the Middle Eastern issue took on topicality like it had never
been seen before.
Problem area:
The project at hand investigates the role of the universal Middle Easterner in modern American
cinema with a special focus on the linguistic representation; how the dialogue of the Middle Eastern
characters is constructed, and likewise the dialogue of the characters that surround them, typically
the ‘ethnic Westerners’ who function as their opposition, and how they discursively construct their
Middle Eastern counterparts. The problem is therefore the discourse of the Middle Eastern man or
woman, mainly in the role of the villain – the terrorist, the jihadist, the suicide bomber – but also
some of the more sympathetic roles, where the goal of the movie is to more realistically portray the
complex  situation  of  the  Muslim  fighters  rather  than  a  stereotypical  one-sided  enemy.  In  that
connection, the 9/11 attack serves as a central focal point of the project as well as the historical
landmark,  from which  the  discourse  analysis  works  its  way back  and  forth  through  time.  The
analysis primarily revolves around how the Middle Eastern discourse has changed with the impact
of the al-Qaeda attack – in short, how Middle Easterners were represented before 9/11, and have
they have been represented afterwards – based on the following research question.
Research question:
How has  the  al-Qaeda  attack  on  September  11,  2001,  affected  the  linguistic  representation  of
Middle Eastern people in American mainstream cinema?
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Delimitation:
The project focuses exclusively on modern American cinema for the discourse analysis – from the
1990s, before the 9/11 attack, and afterwards in the 2000s and 2010s – and makes use of a few
select movies found to be most relevant and capable of representing the discourse in its entirety, as
analyzing every single fictional portrayal of Middle Eastern people throughout the last twenty years
would be, if not impossible, then extraordinarily challenging. The project will focus on the thriller-
drama, usually with action elements. It is necessary to focus on one limited genre, as other kinds of
movies, e.g., the comedy genre, has a whole other way of dealing with stereotypes in a comical
way, often in an extreme way to distance itself from the truth and reality that other more serious
movies try to capture. An important factor to consider when choosing the movies is their overall
popularity; that is, the extent of the individual movie, how many people it has reached, both in the
U.S. and abroad. This is done by examining the initial reviews, the box office, and the home video
sales of every movie. A movie that has earned well and has been well received, albeit a simple idea,
will  almost  undoubtedly have  reached  more  people,  have  a  bigger  impact  in  general,  and  will
therefore  be more relevant  to analyze.  As mentioned above,  the discourse analysis  will  mainly
concern the Middle Easterner as the villain, the opposition, of the movie narrative, yet include other
representations when relevant, e.g., in Ridley Scott’s Body of Lies (2008) where American agents
work alongside the Jordanian intelligence service in the hunt for a powerful terrorist leader, and the
focal point of the story is both the similarities and differences in the methods of the two agencies
who – although they come from contrasting cultures – share a common goal. Here, actor Mark
Strong’s role as the ruthless yet organized and extremely efficient intelligence officer Hani Salaam
is especially interesting – as an uneasy ally of the Americans, a ‘good guy’, rather than that of a
religious extremist, an enemy.
It is very important to note that this project focuses exclusively on dialogue and communication, the
textual  part  of  the  movie,  and  could  in  principle  have  been  accomplished  by  analyzing  the
manuscripts alone, as opposed to, e.g., looking into the visual representations of Middle Easterners
as terrorists and jihadists.
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Motivation:
The motivation for this project comes from the wish to put together a genuine study of the English
language,  in tune with good academic conduct, while combining the more personal interests of
current and historical affairs in an international perspective and – of course – the motion picture as
the arena, in which the very problem unfolds. As for the Middle Eastern discourse in particular, it
was chosen as focus point as it is one of the most important, disputed, and controversial issues of
our time. From the very beginning, a central hypothesis, which has also served as a motivational
factor  for the project,  has been the idea that  many movies produced after  the 9/11 attack have
actually  conveyed  a  much more sympathetic  Middle Eastern  discourse  than one would expect,
trying to understand the Middle Easterners rather than demonize them, whereas movies prior to
9/11  have  mostly  generated  a  more  primitive,  negative  image.  If  valid,  this  hypothesis  would
essentially  indicate  that  9/11,  from  a  certain  point  of  view,  has  changed  the  Middle  Eastern
discourse  and  the  overall  representation  of  Middle  Easterners  for  the  better,  or  at  least  more
accurate.
Discussion of terms:
The project includes a couple of terms that call for further explanation. First of all, the term ‘Middle
East’, and hence ‘Middle Easterner’, has been chosen as the most accurate term to cover the very
diverse group of people who call that part of the world their home, and as such it is comprehensive,
but still  has some issues.  The Middle East, by itself disputed geographically1,  covers  the entire
region and all of its inhabitants, many of whom do not fit the profile that the project searches for in
the movies, e.g., Israeli Jews, Assyrians, Berbers, or Bedouins – these are equally Middle Eastern –
but the project uses the term as to not fall into the very opposite ditch, which sometimes is the case
for certain news agencies and movies, by using more restricted terms like ‘Arab’ or ‘Muslim’. One
should be careful, as while these terms might very well be adequate – the movie might deal with an
ethnic Arab Muslim jihadist – this is not necessarily the case, and sometimes it is very unclear what
1Some people use the term ‘the Middle East’ only when referring to the Arab-dominated central part of the region 
(Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Yemen, Syria, United Arab Emirates, Israel, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, Oman, Kuwait, Qatar, and 
Bahrain), while others insist on including varying parts of North Africa (Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco), 
Turkey, varying parts of the Caucasus, as well as countries like Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, all of which have 
aspects of Arab and/or Muslim culture.
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is what and who is whom, and to avoid the generalizations and stereotypes it is trying to investigate,
the project instead uses the terms ‘Middle East’ and ‘Middle Easterner’. This is an important issue
and a very delicate subject, as there is not necessarily any connection between Arabs, Muslims, and
religious fundamentalists – or terrorists,  for that matter.  As for that term, ‘terrorist’,  the project
avoids it altogether, as – while it might be accurate – it is very ideologically charged, and therefore
it only appears when the project makes it perfectly clear that it passes on a message or discourse on
the terms of a certain movie.
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Theory and methods:
This project employs the theoretical and methodical efforts of two of the most important researchers
in the field of discourse and linguistic analysis, Norman Fairclough and Lesley Jeffries, with the
aim to thoroughly investigate the issue, to work with the chosen material, and in the end to reach a
comprehensive answer, a conclusion, to the overall research question. The following section goes
through the theories and methods and discuss their relevance to the approaching analytical work,
presenting the two researchers  respectively and explaining how they can  best  contribute  to  the
stated objective of the project. The first item on the agenda is an exposition of Lesley Jeffries.
Lesley Jeffries:
Lesley Jeffries is  a  British professor  of  English Language at  the University of  Huddersfield  in
England and author of Critical Stylistics – The Power of English, in which she, as stated by herself
in  the  book’s  introduction,  “[…]  introduces  a  set  of  tools,  which,  whilst  not  complete,  are
nevertheless more comprehensive than any provided in the literature on CDA and other similarly
politically linguistic studies.”2 This set of tools, as well as the decision and reasoning for applying it
together with the theoretical framework of Fairclough’s model, the three-dimensional conception of
discourse, will be both presented and argued for in this section. 
While Jeffries is indeed inspired by the work provided by the earlier research within the field of
CDA, or critical discourse analysis, she expresses her disappointment that most main practitioners
in the field often have been more interested in the contextual features of powerful language, and
have  shown  much  less  interest  in  explaining  the  linguistic  aspects  than  how a  text  is  able  to
persuade the reader to either alter or adapt his or her ideological view to fit that of the given text.
This  disappointment  eventually  became  the  inspiration  and  driving  force  for  Jeffries  to
accommodate her felt need for a linguistically oriented set of analytical tools by developing this
herself. More specifically, the goal of this toolset is “[...] to give the reader a clear set of analytical
tools  to  follow  in  carrying  out  the  critical  analysis  of  texts,  with  the  aim  of  uncovering  or
discovering the underlying ideologies of the texts.”3 She elaborates on this by referring to Halliday’s
2Jeffries, Lesley: Critical Stylistics – The Power of English (2010): Introduction, p. 1. 
3Ibid.: p. 6.
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division  of  the  functions  of  language  into  three  metafunctions,  being  ideational  (language’s
representation of the world), interpersonal (the mediation of language between people), and textual
(how linguistic items make the discourse as a whole function); and she clarifies that her toolset will
primarily be seen in the ideational context since this will constitute the fundamental approach of the
tool  set  with  the  goal  of  investigating  and  determining  how  “[…]  texts  may  ‘name’  things,
‘characterize  them’,  hypothesize  about  alternative  realities  amongst  other  things  [...]”4 This
approach will aid the analysis of the text material, where the text structures are investigated; which
words have been chosen, and why? How does the combination of these chosen words – nouns,
verbs, adjectives etc. – come together and create a combined textual structure, which then creates a
certain representation of the world? 
Jeffries  does  acknowledge  that  there  already  exists  much  other  literature  that  explores  the
relationship  between  language  and  power  but,  as  she  argues  herself,  most  of  them “[…]  are
primarily concerned with the socio-political contexts in which texts are produced and read or the
context in which language choices are made.”5 While this project is concerned with these aspects as
well, they are not the focus in the section of analysis. The focus of the analysis remains, just as
Jeffries’, to specifically investigate and analyze what a text is doing and how it is doing it. 
This leads to the account for the interaction between Fairclough’s model and Jeffries’ toolset, how
the toolset is intended to be implemented within the theoretical framework of Fairclough’s model,
and why. Jeffries refers to Fairclough’s model and its three stages or dimensions as:  description,
interpretation, and explanation. As already mentioned, her impression of the majority of the work
and literature within the field of CDA is that there tends to be a focus on the text as investigated in
its  social  practice/context,  i.e.  the third stage of Fairclough’s  model.  Jeffries,  however,  is more
interested in the first and second stages that are concerned with the formal properties of the text and
the relationship between text and interaction. Thus, these are the two stages  that  her developed
toolset focuses on. While the main focus of Fairclough’s and Jeffries’ approaches to CDA may
differ, there still seems to be a concordance between their general views of language in that they
both see it as being ideational. Therefore it could be argued that the lack of linguistic focus found in
Fairclough’s theoretical framework is made up for by implementing Jeffries’ analytical toolset, in
4Ibid.: p. 6.
5Ibid.: p. 6. 
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which the linguistic focus is present, into the two first stages or dimensions of Fairclough’s model,
where the ideational accordance between Fairclough and Jeffries is most prevalent.
The tools:
In  the following section, some of the developed analytical  tools provided by Jeffries which we
found ourselves applying the most in our analysis are presented and accounted for. The tools which
we applied to a lesser degree are accounted for while being applied in the analysis. Each individual
tool has its focus, but the common goal remains “[…] to answer the question of what any text is
‘doing’.”6 Jeffries establishes the following ten tools:
• Naming and Describing 
• Representing Actions/Events/States
• Equating and Contrasting
• Exemplifying and Enumerating
• Prioritizing
• Assuming and Implying
• Negating
• Hypothesizing
• Representing the Speech and Thoughts of Other Participants
• Representing Time, Space and Society
In the analysis, the toolset will not be approached by strictly applying each variable to each text
material. Instead, the focus will be to with each individual piece of text  apply the variables that we
deem most fitting and which we propose will supply us with the most relevant and meaningful
information. To further justify this process, Fairclough can be cited: “What one ‘sees’ in a text,
what one regards as worth describing, and what one chooses to emphasize in a description, are all
6Ibid.: p. 15.
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dependent on how one interprets a text.”7 Of course, in spite of this, the project still has a clear
linguistic focus in that the analysis is looking at each individual word and text structure, always
with the questions in mind: Why this word? Why this structure? What world does this create? 
Now the most frequently applied variables in the analysis will be accounted for:
Naming and Describing concerns the conscious choice of choosing to use one specific word out of
a wide range of  possible alternatives.  There  will  in  most cases  be numerous  different  ways  of
referring to the same person, place, or thing. However, the deliberate choice of one possible word
over another to refer to someone or something can create entirely different ideologies, and thus have
different ideological consequences. If the example is a noun, then every individual noun is capable
of creating a certain ideological meaning in texts. After looking at a single specific word, Jeffries
asserts that “[…] the main ideological importance of noun phrases is that they are able to ‘package
up’  ideas  or  information  which  are  not  fundamentally  about  entities  but  which  are  really  a
description of a process, event or action”8 In other words, noun phrases are capable of creating a lot
of meaning using very few but specifically chosen words. The choice of each individual word and
the combined structure of for example a noun phrase not only says something about the person,
place,  or  thing  being  named  and  described  but  also  reflects  the  ideology  of  the  person
uttering/producing these words and phrases.
Representing Actions/Events/States deals “[…]  mostly with the strand of meaning that relates
most clearly to the verbal element of the clause, and stereotypically presents information on what is
being done (actions), what is happening (events), or what simply is (states).”9 As with nouns there
will often be more than one verb available for use and each with its own potential to, in this case,
represent  someone’s  actions,  some occurred  events,  or  the  state  of  something in  the way most
desirable  to  the  speaker.  Jeffries  demonstrates  by  contributing  the  following  example:  “The
politician who wishes to get votes may choose to describe the economic problems of her/his country
as  an  event  (world  markets  are  falling),  her/his  opponent  may  describe  it  as  an  action  (the
Honorable Member has ruined the economy) and a commentator may choose to describe it as a
7Fairclough, Norman: Language and Power (2001): p. 22. 
8Jeffries, Lesley: Critical Stylistics – The Power of English (2010): p. 19.
9Ibid.: pp. 38. 
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state of affairs (the world economy is in crisis).”10 Each of these deliberate different  choices to
essentially describe the same situation has very different consequences for the way in which the
situation is seen by the recipient.
Equating  and  Contrasting  concentrates  on  the  likelihood  that  when  a  text  creates  a  certain
meaning or ideology, or, as Jeffries suggests, a version of the world, the text itself (or its author)
will probably also tell the recipient what they see as equivalent and what they see as contrasting11 in
order to either identify with or assume a contrasting position to the created world of its recipients.
As Jeffries notes, when people are experiencing something, e.g., when being the recipient of a text,
they  typically  either  view  the  text’s  meaning,  its  created  world,  to  be  either  equivalent  or
contrasting to that of their own created world. Thus it is incredibly important that the producer of a
text is aware of the ideology of the target audience’s created world and whether this world is in one
which he/she identifies with or contrasts with.
Norman Fairclough:
Norman Fairclough, born in 1941, is a British linguist and professor emeritus at the University of
Lancaster,  who since  the 1980s has been one of  the leading researchers  in  the field  of  critical
discourse analysis, CDA, an academic tradition he is thought to have co-founded. He especially
concentrates on the so-called  sociolinguistics. Aside from the concrete theoretical fundament that
has  been  chosen  for  this  project,  much of  it  based on  Fairclough,  a  great  deal  of  his  work  –
thoughts, definitions, representations etc. – actually aligns directly with the project focus and he is
therefore applied, not merely as a theorist, but more as an essential academic counselor; an unseen
force in the project work process. For example, the very term ‘discourse’, which can be explained
and defined in many different ways across the field of academia, follows a very Fairclough-esque
tradition in this project. Where many use the typical definition of discourse taken from the social
sciences,  Fairclough  goes  with  a  slightly  narrower,  humanistic  language-orientated  approach:
“[Fairclough]  shall be using the term ‘discourse’ where linguists have traditionally written about
‘language  use’,  ‘parole’  or  ‘performance’”12 and,  continuing:  “In  using  the  term  ‘discourse’,
10Ibid.: p. 37.
11Ibid.: p. 51. 
12Fairclough, Norman: Discourse and Social Change (1992):  A Social Theory of Discourse, p. 62.
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[Fairclough is] proposing to regard language use as a form of social practice, rather than a purely
individual activity or a reflex of  situational variables.”13 This essentially means that Fairclough
wants to distance his form of ‘discourse’ from, e.g., Ferdinand de Saussure’s position on linguistics,
where language can only be systematically studied be looking at the language itself, rather than
looking at the  use of the language. Fairclough believes that discourse, language use, can be and
should be measured collectively;  something de Saussure would have thought irrelevant, or even
impossible, as individual language users were perceived as erratic or at least as affected by their
immediate surroundings.  This is  a modern academic ideology,  Fairclough’s,  consistent  with the
project premise and will function as one of its bearing beams. He perfectly sums up the essence of it
all himself in the text: “Discourse is a practice not just of representing the world, but of signifying
the  world,  constituting  and  constructing  the  world  in  meaning.”14 Exactly  this  paves  the  way
directly for the primary goal and accomplishment of this project.
To try and describe Norman Fairclough’s intricate network of theories on linguistics, discourse, and
critical  discourse  analysis  in  their  collective  integrality  over  the  past  20 year  and  more  would
constitute an entirely different project, if even possible with equal physical limitations, so what this
section is actually here to do is to explain the chosen course of action, the combined theory and
method as composed by Fairclough,  and how it  is  implemented into the analysis.  In  short,  the
project adopts the basic form of CDA introduced by Fairclough in one of his earliest papers,  A
Social Theory of Discourse, featured in his book,  Discourse and Social Change, which was first
published in 1992. This form of CDA is realized with the application of a simple diagrammatical
model that divides the analysis into three different stages or planes, depending on certain factors,
which  should  –  theoretically  –  lead  to  a  greater  understanding  of  or  the  solution  to  an  issue
concerned with linguistics and language use.  The model, in the text typically referred to as the
three-dimensional conception of discourse15, will now be explained concisely yet thoroughly.
13Ibid.: p. 63.
14Ibid.: p. 64.
15Ibid.: pp. 72-73.
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This  model  represents  the  method that  is  applied  to  the  chosen  analytical  work  materials,  the
movies, or, as Fairclough puts it, the ‘texts’, according to the following quote: “[…] discursive
practice is manifested in linguistic form, in the form of what I shall refer to as ‘texts’, using ‘text’ in
Halliday’s  broad sense  of  spoken  as  well  as  written  language (Halliday  1978).”17 This  is  just
another way of saying that all language is essentially text, or at the least has or can get a textual
form or manifestation, e.g., movies and TV have dialogue, active spoken language, which can be
transcribed, that is, get boiled down to a text; clauses and sentences, words, and sometimes even
individual letters.
As previously mentioned and represented  by the figure  above,  Fairclough’s  analysis  model has
three  planes,  three  dimensions.  These  are  the  dimensions,  encompassing  the  critical  discourse
analysis, through which the texts will pass and get processed to finally reach a deeper (or higher,
depending on one’s personal terminological preferences on the subject) form of understanding and
one or more considerably definitive answers to the questions asked. Fairclough explains that, in a
16Ibid.: p. 73. (Reproduction)
17Ibid.: p. 71.
12
more classical  analytical  sense,  the first  dimensions,  the  innermost  square  of  the figure,  called
Discourse  as  Text (or  simply  Text),  represents  the  standard  ‘descriptive’  part  of  the  analysis,
whereas the two other dimensions, the outer, enclosing squares, Discursive Practice and Discourse
as Social Practice (or simply Social Practice), together represent the standard ‘interpretive’ part of
the analysis18.
The idea of the model is based upon a theory of Fairclough’s (ultimately from the books Changing
the Subject by Julian Henriques et al., 1984, and Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory by
Chris Weedon, 1987) about the effects of discourse on the functions of language and meaning:
“Discourse contributes first of all to the construction of what are variously referred to as ‘social
identities’ and ‘subject positions’ for social ‘subjects’ and types of ‘self’ […] Secondly, discourse
helps  construct  social  relationships  between  people.  And  thirdly,  discourse  contributes  to  the
construction  of  systems  of  knowledge  and  belief.”19 The  three  effects  of  discourse  exist
simultaneously side-by-side and collaborate with one another across their areas of responsibility and
service, and respectively they respond to three different language functions. Fairclough names them
the ‘identity’, ‘relational’, and ‘ideational’ functions20. It is of course the third discourse effect – and
hence  the ideational  function of  the language – that  is  the primary object  of  investigation and
concern for this project.
To get back to the model, it is an attempt for Fairclough, as he explains, to “[…] bring together
three analytical traditions, each of which is indispensible for discourse analysis.”21 Here, of course,
he refers to the three dimensions. The first of these dimensions, the Discourse as Text, is what this
project is primarily concerned with. It revolves around the basic analytical discipline of textual and
linguistic investigation, thoroughly combing and dissecting the text, going through its four main
building blocks, or headings (as Fairclough denotes them): vocabulary, grammar, cohesion, and text
structure. This is, to say, the legwork of the analysis – the fundamental part of its descriptive phase.
As Fairclough himself explains them: “[the headings]  can be thought of as ascending in scale:
vocabulary deals mainly with individual words, grammar deals with words combined into clauses
18Ibid.: p. 73.
19Ibid.: p. 64.
20Ibid.: p. 64.
21Ibid.: p. 72.
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and  sentences,  cohesion  deals  with  how  clauses  and  sentences  are  linked  together,  and  text
structure deals with large-scale organizational properties of  texts.”22 If  one would think of the
model  as  a  pyramid,  observing  it  from  the  side  rather  than  from  above,  one  could  perceive
vocabulary as the topmost step on the ladder that lead down into the deeper layers of the analysis
(even though Fairclough mentions ascension, descent really seems like a more fitting analogy for
in-depth  analytical  work),  followed  by  the  next  three  textual  steps  on  the  Text plateau  before
reaching Discursive Practice. This is where the analyst moves above and beyond from the plain text
and turns the attention towards the creation of the discourse itself and thereby to the explicitly
interpretive part of the analysis. The dimension can divided into two juxtaposed sub-dimensions. Of
course, as the figure indicates, it is concerned with the production, distribution, and consumption of
the text and the discourse(s) it conveys. In case of this project in particular, it involves looking into
the conception of the respective movies.  This  can be understood as sort  of a link between the
descriptive and the interpretive phases. On the other hand,  Discursive Practice means addressing
three additional steps down the pyramid, all of which can be realized as elements of the classic
textual analysis, but concerned with the actual discourse and the evolvement of this rather than just
the text; and therefore belong in this dimension rather than in Discourse as Text. Fairclough names
them like this: “[…]  the ‘force’ of utterances, i.e. what sorts of speech acts (promises, requests,
threats etc.) they constitute; the ‘coherence’ of texts; and the ‘intertextuality’ of texts.”23 He goes on
to say that these seven headings collectively represent a procedure, a framework for analyzing texts,
which connects the two first dimensions, the description and the interpretation, and together they
uncover the textual and discursive properties and values24.  Intertextuality,  especially,  is  a major
focus point in this project, as many different movies – meaning many different text pieces – over a
considerable period of time are being examined, and because the research question is concerned
with the long-term development of the Middle Eastern discourse. This leads directly to the last,
lowermost part of the pyramid, the extensive  Discourse as Social Practice dimension, which is
where the interpretation really gathers speed. Here, in the deepest analytical matter, the analysis
concerns  the  social,  cultural,  and  societal  impact  and  bearing  of  the  discourse.  Once  again,
Fairclough distinguishes between two main components of the dimension: ideology and hegemony.
Furthermore he is concerned with the concept of power, and especially with power as an outcome
22Ibid.: p. 75.
23Ibid.: p. 75.
24Ibid.: p. 75.
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of hegemony. In short, this dimension is about the charting of the specific discourse(s) evident in
the chosen text(s), represented by or representing certain ideologies, and how they serve to gain
certain power over aspects of the general public, culture, or society through hegemony. Fairclough
understands ideologies as “[…] significations/constructions of reality (the physical world, social
relations,  social  identities),  which  are  built  into  various  dimensions  of  the  forms/meanings  of
discursive practices, and which contribute to the production, reproduction or transformation of
relations of  domination.”25 Himself a well-known socialist,  most of Fairclough’s  own discourse
analysis,  from  which  he  derives  his  examples,  have  been  focused  on  ideologically  rightwing
persons  or  forums,  e.g.  Margaret  Thatcher  and  the Thatcherist  years  of  the Conservative  Party
(1975-1990) in the United Kingdom, the majority of which were spent in government, and as such
most of his theoretical backing also has its roots in early 20th century socialism. This leads to the
concept of hegemony, which is mainly defined standing on the shoulders of Marxist theoretician
and politician Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) from Italy.  Focusing mainly on the influence of the
Italian Fascist regime that lasted from the early 1920s through most of the 1930s and World War II,
Gramsci’s  theory on cultural  hegemony as  the means of  power  and domination over  a  society
through its cultural institutions is what inspires Fairclough. He describes it like this: “Hegemony is
leadership as much as domination across the economic, political, cultural and ideological domains
of society. Hegemony is the power over society as a whole of one of the fundamental economically-
defined classes in alliance with other social forces, but it is never achieved more than partially and
temporarily,  as  an  ‘unstable  equilibrium’.  Hegemony  is  about  constructing  alliances,  and
integrating rather than simply dominating subordinate classes,  through concessions or through
ideological means, to win their consent.”26 In other words, hegemony in Fairclough’s definition is
about control of the ‘common sense’, the broad general consensus, and the ability to change this at
will. In case of this project, one could argue that Hollywood, the movie industry, and the individual
movies serve as the cultural institutions that impose the hegemony over especially the societies of
the western world. Although this is not the specific focus of the project, it is a rather interesting
thought – who are the masterminds that control the discourse and thereby the common sense, and
why? Here, the focus will instead be on the discourse itself and its conveying through movies. And,
following Fairclough’s theory, the final conclusions will be reached by digging deep into the Social
Practice dimension.
25Ibid.: p. 87.
26Ibid.: p. 92.
15
Data:
This part of the project is meant to describe the material in further detail before it is analyzed with
the use of the theories and methods of Lesley Jeffries and Norman Fairclough in the following
section.  All  the  movies  are  listed  here,  arranged  in  chronological  sequence,  and  their  most
significant information is included as reference for the reader, focusing on the elements that are
particularly pivotal to the discourse analysis. For every movie, the title and release is noted plus
director, producers, writers, and cinematical range (the widest release in cinemas), followed by a
short summary of the story line. All of them have in common both a big budget and a subsequently
high box office, which guanrantee their wide public reach and audience, the reason they have been
chosen as cases for this project. The section gives an overview of the movies rather than the actual
transcript examples, which can instead be found in the appendix section at the end of the paper.
Executive Decision
Release date: March 15, 1996.
Directed by Stuart Baird, produced by Joel Silver, and written by Jim Thomas and John Thomas.
Distributed by Warner Bros. Pictures.
Widest release: 2,289 cinemas.
Dr. David Grant (Kurt Russell), a bookish advisor to the U.S. Army intelligence service and an
expert on Middle Eastern terrorist groups, is chosen to go on a mission with Lieutenant Colonel
Austin  Travis  (Steven  Seagal)  and  his  highly  professional  team  of  Special  Forces  to  reclaim
Oceanic Airlines Flight 343 en route from Athens to Washington, D.C., that has been hijacked by a
band of terrorists under the pretense of wanting to have their newly captured leader set free. Nagi
Hassan (David Suchet),  however,  the man who leads the hijacking, has entirely different  plans.
Upon reaching the United States he wants to blow up the airplane and unleash the deadly DZ-5
nerve  gas,  secretly  carried  on  board,  making  him and  his  men  martyrs  for  the  Islamic  cause.
Especially Hassan's flow of speech when he reveals his true intentions to both his fellow hijackers
and the passengers provide some great examples of pre-9/11 Middle Eastern discourse.
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Three Kings
Release date: October 1, 1999 (United States); January 13, 2000 (Australia).
Directed and written by David O. Russell, produced by Michael Hertzberg, Edward McDonnell et al., and
story by John Ridley.
Distributed by Warner Bros. Pictures and Roadshow Entertainment (Australia and New Zealand).
Widest release: 2,942 cinemas.
In the months after the end of the 1st Gulf War in 1991, the Iraqi people is rising up against dictator
Saddam  Hussein  all  over  the  country  and  the  U.S.  Army  is  continuosly  present  in  the  area,
wrapping  up their  affairs.  After  finding  a  secret  map hidden  between  the buttock cheeks  of  a
surrendering Iraqi  soldier,  Sergeant  First  Class  Troy Barlow (Mark  Wahlberg)  and  three  other
American soldiers, Private First Class Conrad Vig (Spike Jonze), Staff Sergeant Chief Elgin (Ice
Cube), and Major Archie Gates (George Clooney) decide to travel to the location shown on the map
and steal the gold bullion hidden there for themselves, getting into all kinds of trouble with the local
population on the way.  While not a movie focused on the Islamic terrorist threat, per se,  Three
Kings does  present  some rather  interesting  discourse  segments,  especially  in  the  conversations
between the American soldiers about the Iraqis and how they make use of derogative ethnic slurs
and naming.
Body of Lies
Release date: October 10, 2008.
Directed by Ridley Scott, produced by Ridley Scott and Donald De Line, written by William Monahan, and
based on the novel Body of Lies (2007) by David Ignatius.
Distributed by Warner Bros. Pictures.
Widest release: 2,714 cinemas.
CIA agent Roger Ferris (Leonardo DiCaprio) travels the Middle East on the hunt for Al-Saleem
(Alon  Abutbul),  an  infamous  terrorist  leader  that  has  recently  launched  a  violent  campaign  of
bombings in the West. Trying to balance in between the very different methods and procedures
practized by his immediate superior back in the United States, Ed Hoffman (Russell Crowe), and
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Hani Salaam (Mark Strong), the head of the General Intelligence Directorate in Amman, Jordan,
Ferris must use all his skills and knowledge in intricately scheming his way closer to the dangerous
organization. The movie offers many interesting aspects of the Middle Eastern in modern American
cinema, especially those represented, in very different directions, by the trinity of Salaam, Hoffman,
and Al-Saleem respectively.
Zero Dark Thirty
Release date: December 19, 2012.
Directed by Kathryn Bigelow, produced by Kathryn Bigelow, Mark Boal, and Megan Ellison, written by Mark
Boal, and based on the non-fiction book Lone Survivor (2007) by Marcus Luttrell and Patrick Robinson.
Distributed by Columbia Pictures (USA) et al.
Widest release: 2,946 cinemas.
Following the attack on World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, the United States launches a
year-long international manhunt for the supposed mastermind behind it, al-Qaeda leader Osama bin
Laden. Spearheaded by the CIA, Maya (Jessica Chastain), a young intelligence analyst, travels the
world's hot spots over a period of almost ten years in search of the infamous terrorist, investigating
leads and applying torture and cunning interrogation techniques when necessary.  Especially the
scenes that contain this intense interaction between Maya, her colleagues, and the suspected 9/11
conspirators that they question provide some very interesting cross-cultural discourse sequences.
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Analysis
Part 1: Before 9/11
Lesley Jeffries:
In  our analysis of  Executive Decision  we will be focusing primarily on the dialogue spoken by
terrorist leader Nagi Hassan, then the dialogue spoken by the American expert on Nagi Hassan, Dr.
David  Grant,  and  lastly  a  few  snippets  of  dialogue  spoken  by  the  members  of  the  American
commando unit escorting Grant on the mission. 
Following the kidnapping of El Sayed Jaffa, the world’s perhaps most feared and wanted terrorist
(as postulated by an American news anchor), the terrorist group’s second in command, Nagi Hassan
(who also goes by the name of Al-Thar), delivers a message to the American Secretary of Defense
and his staff as seen in appendix 1.1. 
We immediately get the impression that Nagi Hassan is a very well-spoken man who chooses to
express himself in a very formal and eloquent way. This is something that we will be keeping in
mind as we now move on to dissect and analyze the text in its relevant parts. After introducing
himself as Al-Thar he then addresses the American president: “I have a message for the American
president.” As Jeffries notes, when it comes to the naming/describing  of something or someone,
more often than not there will be two or more ways of referencing to that same thing or person. This
is important because: “[...] a choice of word not only makes reference to something, but also shows
the speaker's opinion of that referent”27. This also means that nouns can be neutral and simply make
a reference to something or they can also carry ideological meaning that shows the speakers opinion
of the referent. In this case, another neutral way of referring to the president could be by his full
name. Interestingly,  Hassan decides to refer to the American president by neutrally naming him
exactly that – the American president – despite having the possibility of naming him something
more biased. Hassan could have either named him using a noun that carries a strong ideological
effect such as ‘infidel’ or by expanding the noun phrase with pre- or post-modifiers in the form of
27 Jeffries, Lesley: Critical Stylistics (2010): p. 20.
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adjectives and thus adding ideological meaning to the head of the noun phrase 'president': “I have a
message for the cowardly American president”. Instead Hassan does neither and keeps the naming
neutral  also when he later refers to “…the aircraft  and its  passengers” and “… the  citizens of
London”. Again he could have to refered to these people as 'infidels' or 'non-believers', but he sticks
to naming them neutrally. 
Kurt  Russell’s  character,  Dr.  David  Grant,  however,  is  not  fooled  by  Hassan’s  apparent
sophisticated  demeanor  and shortly after  names  him:  “He’s  an extremist  in  every  sense,  taken
completely on his word. He’s not bluffing.” In this example Grant's naming shows us that he does
not believe that simply refering to Hassan as an extremist describes the nature of him well enough
and he uses the prepositional phrase 'in every sense' as a post-modifier to the head 'extremist' thus
adding further conviction to his naming.
Grant also adds: “Sir, I don’t think this is about hostages. I think it’s about one man planning a
major strike against the United States.” As seen in appendix 1.2 Grant's theory turns out to be spot
on as Hassan's 'true colors' are revieled and again when Hassan is asked by his second in command
if he should tell the pilot to fly them home now that their demands have been met: “Allah has
chosen for us a far greater task than Jaffa’s freedom. We are the true soldiers of Islam. Our destiny
is to deliver the vengeance of Allah into the belly of the infidel.” Interesting to briefly note here, is
Hassan's  use  of  'true'  as  a  pre-modifier  to  the  noun  phrase  'soldiers  of  Islam'  adding  further
determination/conviction to  his  statement  and beliefs.  When we compare  appendix  1.2  and the
above  statement  to Hassan’s  original  statement  in  appendix  1.1  we  see  two  very  notisable
differences; the first being his use of naming/describing and the second being a sudden shift from
using an overall formal and non-religious neutral tone to now using colorful metaphors ”I am your
flame, the sword of Allah.” and a heavy religious tone in the repeated mentioning of Allah and
Islam.  This shift  in his naming is  evident in his decision to now name the western people not
“passengers”  nor  “citizens”  but  the  biased  and  ideological  noun  ‘infidels’. Evident  in  both  of
Hassan's statements is his consistent use of the modal verb 'will' as he primarily creates future tense,
thus expressing his firm belief in the determination in that these actions will take place. Also, his
now consistent use of the personal pronoun I shows further determination as he indicates that he
himself stands completely by these statements. His deliberate choice of I rather than we shows how
proud he is and that he wants the full credit for his accomplishments.
Upon hearing Hassan’s reply, the second in command confronts him saying: “This has nothing to
do with Islam. This is not Allah’s will. You are blinded by your hatred and I will have nothing to do
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with your plan.” The second in command challenges what up until this moment has been the sole
representation of Islam and Muslims by using the tool of negating: “… it is the pragmatic force of
negation which is significant in making the reader/hearer aware of scenarios that are not taking
place, but presumably might have done in other circumstances.”28
In all three of the second in commands’ clauses there are negating elements serving the purpose of
debunking Hassan’s prior presented view of Islam. The element of negation is introduced twice
through the use of the pronoun 'nothing', and the use of the negating element 'not' creates a constrast
in the form of a negated opposition: X: Allah's will not Y: This ('This' representing Hassan's view
of Allah's will). Thus this negation notifies the audience that not all Muslims share Hassan’s view.
Lastly it is worth noting that throughout the movie David Grant and the commando unit consistently
names Hassan and his terrorist accomplices using completely neutral nouns. The only exception
being  the  already  treated  extremist-example.  Except  for  this  one  instance  the  group  sticks  to
neutrally  naming  Hassan  as  the  proper  name  ‘Hassan’  and  his  accomplices  using  personal
pronouns: “I hear  them. Neither one is Hassan [...] Yeah. Yeah I hear  ‘em. None of  them is our
man.” or by simply accounting for them using numerals: “I got four in the main cabin, two in the
gally [...] I got two more patrolling the rear cabin also heavily armed. Can you hear the two in the
mid gally?” Alternative naming, and given the context of the film perhaps also expected naming,
could for example have been 'terrorists' or 'bad guys'.
In Three Kings we will be focussing mainly on diaologue spoken by the two characters representing
the two sides of the Iraqi population: Captain Said (a soldier and interrogator in Saddam's army)
and Amir Abdulah (a rebel leader). We will also analyze dialogue spoken by three of the film's
main characters, the American soldiers Troy Barlow, Chief Elgin, and Conrad Vig. And finally we
will also be looking at snippets of dialogue spoken by various Iraqi soldiers, rebels, and citizens.
Early in the film, Vig aggressively attempts to process the Iraqi war prisoners while naming them
everything  from  ‘raghead’  and  ‘motherfucker’ to  generalizing  completely:  “Did you  rape  and
torture  anyone  in  Kuwait,  Abdul?!”.  Barlow  quickly  diffuses  the  situation  but  when  another
prisoner shows resistance he himself addresses the prisoner: “Just pay attention to how it’s done.
Excuse me, Sir. Listen. Sir, we’re gonna need you to disrobe like all the other towel heads, okay?”
While Barlow initially names the prisoner in a respectful  manner 'Sir' he then quickly creates an
equation by applying the equivalence trigger 'like': “Sir, we're gonna need you to disrobe like all
the other towel heads, okay?” X: You (the Iraqi prisoner) need to disrobe  like Y: All the other
28 Ibid: p. 106.
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towel heads. Barlow later justifies the the specific choice of nouns in the dialogue exchange seen in
excerpt 2.1. Obviously, real perfectly good noun substitutes would have been neutral ones such as
‘Iraqis” or simply “prisoners”.
When the group comes in contact with more Iraqi soldiers Vig again generalizes: “Don’t make me
smoke  your  ass,  Abdul,  we’re  gonna  have  no  nonsense  this  time.”  His  choice  to  apply  the
generalized use of the proper name 'Abdul' in the sentence again adds prejudice meaning to his
statement that with an exclusion of ‘Abdul’ would not have been present and thus neutral as far as
ideologic meaning goes: “Don’t make me smoke your ass, we’re gonna have no nonsense this time.”
The  first  time  Iraqi  soldiers  and  Iraqi  citizens  actually  speak  English  occurs  when  the  main
characters come into contact with them in a small guarded town. They all speak broken English
with their utterances being either grammatically incorrect,  missing sentence elements,  or simply
limited to the few words most vital to have their statements and wishes come across decipherable
for the Americans.  For example one citizen makes her need known by stating the noun phrase:
“Baby milk, baby milk.”. Another simple states the word “Hospital.” If we were to expand these into
the most basic and grammatically correct sentences examples could be: “We need baby milk.” and
“We need to go to the hospital.”. Thus supplying the nescessary subjects and predicates. The Iraqi
soldiers  state:  “We give you the gold.  Now USA out of  Iraq” and “These rebel  Iraq problem.”
Grammatically correct these statements would have been: “We gave you the gold. Now, USA gets
out of Iraq.” and “These rebels  are Iraq’s problem.” In  the first  quote both sentences  lack the
necessary predicates. In the last quote we see that it lacks the necessary predicate in the form of the
copular verb 'are' joining the subject 'These rebels' with the subject compliment 'Iraq's  problem'.
Also there is an absence of the the possessive determiner: 's. A few of their utterances in their own
language are translated into English in subtitles and while kept short these are grammatically correct
and contain all the necessary sentence elements: “The Americans are here. It’s safe to come out. We
can fight Saddam.”, ”He let them take the gold and the prisoners”. In all of these last examples both
the nescessary subjects and predicates are present. 
Basically,  the representation  of  the Iraqi  population is  divided into two groups:  the soldiers  in
Saddam’s army and the civilians/rebels; and the representation of the two groups is mainly shown
through two characters.  Captain Said represents the soldiers in Saddam’s army and rebel  leader
Amir Abdulah represents the rebels and civilians in his group (and arguably the opinions of many
more Iraqi citizens). 
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In the following we will briefly set up the context of selected dialogue excerpts spoken by these two
mentioned characters and then analyze the texts. First we will look at the dialogue in appendix 2.2
from scenes in which Barlow has been taken prisoner by Saddam’s Republican Army and is being
interrogated by Said. 
We see that while Said has a much larger vocabulary than the rest of the Iraqi soldiers he does not
fully master the correct use of present and past tense or whether it is singular or plural: “He come to
Egypt… Your country make him chop up his face.” Also, he often leaves out the definite articles: “I
see (a/the) picture in (a/the) newspaper.” This tendency is found in the rest of the Said excerpts as
well. With that addressed, what is especially interesting about this first part is the way in which it
presents us Said’s view on America beginning with him referring to ‘the problem with Michael
Jackson’: “What  is the problem with Michael Jackson?”, “Michael Jackson is  pop king of sick
fucking country.” Said’s conviction of his statements (which logically might be hard to claim as the
undisputable truth) is nevertheless evident in that he leaves no room for hypothesizing this. He does
not ask Barlow if there is a problem thus leaving the possibility of there not being a problem open
as a real possibility: “Is there a problem with Michael Jackson?” and he does not hypothesize these
thoughts of his by for example using the lexical verb ‘think’: “I think that there is a problem with
Michael  Jackson.”,  “I  think  Michael  Jackson  is  pop king of  sick fucking country.” This  is  not
debatable but is stated as fact as he continues by saying: “It is so obvious. A black man make the
skin white and the hair straight, and you know why? Your sick fucking country make the black man
hate himself just like you hate the Arab and the children you bomb over here.” Here Said chooses to
use the tool implying/assuming which Jeffries describes: “What speakers/writers describe or imply
is powerful,  then, because these ideologies are not structured into the main proposition of  the
utterance/sentence,  and are therefore less  susceptible to scrutiny or  questioning.” He creates  a
strong sentence structure because he places his ideology in the presuppotition and thus, as Jeffries
states, his ideological view on America, the likes of Barlow, and that they hate the Arabs and their
children is harder for Barlow to debate as it is not in the main proposition.
Another interesting thing to note is that Said chooses to phrase his accusations against America and
the American army’s actions by directly including Barlow as a part of the subject, thus making him
responsible for the actions described by the verb. Instead of saying: “America make him chop up
his face.” and “Sick fucking America make the black man hate himself […]” he chooses to use the
personal pronoun 'your' and includes Barlow into the sentence. This is also evident when he states:
“[…] just like you hate the Arab and the children you bomb over here.”
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Said could have worded his statements in a way that would leave Barlow out as an actor in the
sentence and thus  without  responsibility  (which in  connection to  the actions/states  he refers  to
would have been logical): “[…] just like America hate the Arab and the children America bomb
over here.” Granted Said is probably using 'you' in the second person plural but that still includes
Barlow as responsible if not as responsible as if Said used 'you' in the second person singular.
Comparing Said’s statement to Amir’s dialogue in appendix 2.3 and 2.4, we see one similarity but
mainly two major differences. The one major difference is that Amir’s grammar is perfect; he uses
the correct tenses and person and he does not leave out definite articles. The similarity between
Amir's and Said’s statements is that he too initially places responsibility on our main characters by
including them as an active subject: “I’m nearly in the black when this stupid war starts and you
guys bomb all my cafés.” Again he is most likely using the second person plural adding only some
amount of responsibility to Gates, Elgin, and Vig, whereas the text ends with him putting the sole
responsibility  on  Bush.  The  second  and  main  difference  between  Said/Saddam's  soldiers  and
Amir/the rebels and citizens becomes evident in appendix 2.4.
The dialogue begins with Vig asking Amir and the rebels if they think of America as Satan. Had he
asked Said this, the answer would most likely have tilted towards a yes. However, Amir explains:
“Look, they don't care if they cut American hair, Shia hair, Sunni hair.” He does two noteworthy
things here.  Firstly,  he uses completely neutral  and fitting naming in his description, adding no
ideological meaning. Secondly, he creates an appositional equivalence29 in his listing: X: American
hair, Y: Shia hair, Z: Sunni hair and so the listing could have gone on. Also, unlike Said, when it
comes  to  the  question  “Do you  want  to  kill  every  Arab?”  leaves  the  answer  to  this  question
uncertain  instead  of  for  example  asking:  “Why do  you  want  to  kill  every  Arab?”  the  latter
formulation taking it for granted and thus embedding in the question the fact that Vig wants to kill
every Arab. Despite Vig’s clueless answer, with the assistance of Elgin, the hairdresser is able to
determine that Vig does in fact  not want to kill  every Arab – a much more tolerable and open
minded  approach  and thus  representation of  the rebels/citizens  than that  of  Said and Saddam's
soldiers. 
Shortly after it turns out that the representation of Said and his ideology is not completely devoid of
humanity as we learn more of his reasoning behind joining Saddam in the further interrogation of
Barlow in appendix 2.5.
29 Ibid: p. 59.
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Again, when placing the responsibility for his wife’s death, Said continues to use the second person
plural to include Barlow as part of the subject. Interestingly, he deviates from this approach when
telling about his son’s death: “My son was killed in his bed… He is sleeping when the bomb come.”
Had Said continued with the same approach as earlier he could have said: “You killed my son in his
bed… He is sleeping when you bomb him.” For whatever reason, Said does not include Barlow as
the sentence subject and thus a responsible part of his son's death. When Barlow, probably in an
attempt to humanize himself or make Said relate to him, mentions that he has a daughter,  Said
quickly shuts him down by using the tool of contrasting: “Very nice for you, bro. She is safe in
Arizona without the bomb, the concrete and all this shit.” Said creates an explicit opposition: “X by
contrast with Y; X as opposed to Y etc.”30 Put this example into the formula and we get X: She is
safe in Arizona as opposed to Y: (Implicit: Said's dead son in Iraq) with the bomb, the concrete and
all this shit. 
Lastly, we learn about Said: “I only join Saddam Hussein army to make good living for my family.
Good house. Now I can’t get out.” The presence of the adverb ‘only’ as well as the entire last clause
is what makes up the redeeming qualities of this statement in that it  shows the necessity of his
actions. Had the text been structured: “I join Saddam Hussein army to make good living for my
family.  Good house.”  his  awareness  of  Saddam’s  brutality  and  his  conflicts  with  knowing this
would not have been very recognizable. The use of ‘only’ bears the meaning that this was his sole
reason, by leaving it out it would be an actual possibility for the audience to think he could have had
other motives for joining the army, less redeeming and less relatable motives.
Norman Fairclough:
Discourse as Text:
In  Stuart Baird's  movie  Executive Decision from 1996, the Middle Eastern persona is primarily
represented by the non-specific, Arabic-speaking character of Nagi Hassan, the ruthless, albeit calm
and collected, second-in-command of an infamous terror organization, and the only real source for
the  movie's  take  on  the  Middle  Eastern  discourse.  Where  the  other  explicitly  Middle  Eastern
characters mostly just shout, cheer, or bark orders, chiefly in Arabic, Hassan is the one who gets
30 Ibid: p. 55.
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extensive screen-time and dialogue in English. As for the many featured Americans, who might
have addressed the Middle Easterners, directly or indirectly, they are mainly focused at the mission
and do not evaluate on their enemy, that is, contribute to the discourse in any applicable way.
Nagi Hassan, otherwise known as  Al-Thar (which, according to the movie, is ancient Arabic for
"revenge"),  or  more  accurately  the  dialogue,  the  text,  he  conveys,  goes  through  an  interesting
change about two thirds into the movie. The man, who had up until then been a well-mannered and,
even more importantly, well-articulated, although somewhat timid gentleman, suddenly breaks out
from this shell and shows his true colors. As Norman Fairclough would have put it, he is a character
with a large and rather advanced vocabulary and who shows off impeccable grammar – both for
someone who, it is to be expected, does not have English as his first language, and for someone
portrayed  as  a  Middle Easterner  in  a  movie  in  which  most  of  his  kinsmen are  crude,  next  to
unintelligeble grunts – and this does not change, for that matter, but his choice of words certainly
does.  When he  announces  his  intention  of  not  landing  the  aircraft  and letting  the  hostages  be
released, even though his demand to the allied Western governments  has been met,  but instead
wants to use it  – and the nerve agent  it  secretly carries – as a weapon against  the Americans,
blowing  it  up  upon  arrival  and  martyring  him  and  accomplices,  his  text  is  abruptly  heavily
islamized and radicalized, infused with words that arguably turn one's mind to the notion of the
stereotypical religious extremist; words, such as 'infidel' discussed below, that are typically found in
connection with Islam and its conflict with non-Muslims. Al-Thar will have his revenge.
In the movie Three Kings, on the other hand, it is much more interesting to look into the discourse
from the perspective of the American characters. In the course of their personal story they run into
quite a few Middle Easterners, naturally, as the movie is set in the area. They are mainly, if not
only, Iraqi Arabs, representing friends and foes alike, although none of them are explicitly Islamist
extremists or terrorists, but merely insurgents, rebels or revolutionaries depending on one's views.
However,  this  does  not  mean  that  the  movie  does  not  have  some  interesting  Middle  Eastern
discourse; just that the storyline is placed in a historical time period before the 'Muslim terrorist'
was on everybody’s lips as  the common threat, and that the movie makers are certainly aware of
this.  Three Kings is a movie made prior to the 9/11 attacks, making it a valuable source on the
contemporary linguistic representation.
What is especially interesting is how the American soldiers – Troy Barlow, Conrad Vig, and Chief
Elgin – name and distinguish the local Iraqi population. A scene early in the movie has the three
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men discussing what to properly call them, what vocabulary, that is, which ethnic slurs, it is okay
for them to make use of. Two of them, Vig,  a stereotypical  South State man from a rural area
outside Dallas, Texas, and Elgin, a black baggage handler from Detroit, Michigan, cannot come to
an agreement of which words to use, as a couple of the most common ones are fairly close, actually
derived from, racial insults directed at the African American community. Vig uses the term 'dune
coon'  with  disgust,  saying  –  upon  finding  a  map  hidden  between  the  buttock  cheeks  of  a
surrendering rebel – that he does not know what kind of vermin that can be found in such a place. A
coon, from raccoon, the animal, is a common slur for a black person in certain white communities
in the United States, and combined with the word dune, the hills of sand typically found in a desert,
it  changes  meaning and becomes directed at  people of Middle Eastern,  typically Arab,  descent
instead. But because of its historical and linguistic origins in the American English language, Elgin,
Vig's superior, says that he does not want to hear it, or 'sand nigger' either for that matter, a term
similarly derived from the American slavery and racial segregation periods.  Vig does not seem to
understand Elgin's repulsion, arguing that their captain uses those terms himself. At this point Troy
Barlow interferes,  stating that  what  the captain does  is  not  the  point,  but  rather  that  the terms
'towelhead' and 'camel jockey' are what he calls "perfectly good substitutes", to which Elgin agrees.
This essentially means, with the sometimes satirical nature of the movie in mind, of course, that
speaking disparaging about Americans is wrong, whereas doing the exact same thing to Middle
Easterners is perfectly alright.
Discursive Practice:
One part of the second dimension of Norman Fairclough's model is concerned with the production,
distribution, and consumption – the genesis, so to speak – of the different texts processed in the
critical discourse analysis. For this project, the texts chosen have been so namely on the grounds of
the similar traits in this particular area of interest, so it really makes most sense to discuss the three
movies prior to 9/11 in the one and same paragraph. All three films have in common that they are
associated with either one or more of the so-called major film studios in the United States, also
known as the "Big Six", all of which are located in the Los Angeles area, in the San Fernando
Valley and in Hollywood and the Westside.  True Lies is  from 20th Century Fox and Universal
Pictures, whereas both Executive Decision and Three Kings are from Warner Bros. Pictures. These
film studios, or companies, are formally listed as the distributers of the movies – as this is the role
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that they actively play when the movies are finally completed, and also the reason that more studios
are sometimes involved with the same picture, to secure a wider geographical spread – but much of
the movies' actual production happens under their wings as well. But what is most important is what
the production and distribution values are able to indicate about the consumption of the movies.
Mainstream movies, made by these studios, guarantee a much larger group of consumers, a much
larger audience, and when the reach of the movie is more immense, its discourse naturally is, too.
This is the case with the three movies at hand.
As for Executive Decision's Nagi Hassan, when he makes his transition as mentioned above – when
his text changes – so does the force of his utterances, quite clearly. His speech goes from that of a
gentleman criminal, which has infused some of the hostages, especially the stewardess Jean, with
whom  he  has  had  most  direct  contact  and  conversation,  with  feelings  bordering  Stockholm
Syndrome – to that of a menacing, threatening mad-man who promises death and destruction to all.
This says a lot about the movie's coherence and intertextuality; how it joins the discursive practice
of  American  cinema  before  the  attacks  on  September  11,  2001.  In  the  process  of  his  sudden
radicalization,  Hassan  starts  to  include  the  word  'infidel'  in  his  speech  when  addressing  and
linguistically dealing with Americans and Westerners in general. Originally from Latin, meaning
'unfaithful' in direct translation, the word has a long and twisted history. 'Infidel' has – since the
time of the Crusades in the Middle Age, when hords of Christian warriors from Europe were trying,
and sometimes succeeding, to recapture the Holy Land and its capital, Jerusalem, from an enemy
that has gone by many names, Moors, Saracens, Arabs, and, perhaps even more generally, as the
'infidels' – been a term applied to people, not of no or only very primitive faith – as these were
usually referred to as heathens or pagans – but on the contrary of equally immense, organized, and
far-reaching religion. In other words, people, Muslims for example, who might have represented a
considerable and influential force of the time, but nontheless mistaken in the eyes of the explicitly
Christian God and His followers. Through the course of history, however, this word, heavily loaded
with contempt  for  the religious  and  thereby  ideologically  different  opposition,  has  been  turned
completely around at some ambigious point down the line. Today, in the modern age, it is a word
one usually only stumbles upon in connection with radical Islam (often as the translation of the
Arabic term kafir, a non-believer or otherwise rejecter of the ultimate truth of the Muslim faith) and
its  enmity towards  the  West.  Including  'infidel'  as  a  part  of  Hassan's  dialogue  is  therefore  an
effective manner of securing the intertextuality, that is, inextricably linking him with the radically
Islamist discursive practice through the powerful intertextual quality of that single word. Making a
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word that usually appears as part of a strictly fundamentalist Muslim discourse suddenly pop up in
the vocabulary of a Middle Easterner, albeit an insurgent already, instantaneously changes him into
a fundamentalist Muslim himself; an example of the simple, although nonetheless efficient nature of
language and discourse use.
The discursive practice represented in Three Kings is quite obvious. A natural opposition is created
between two of the American characters, Conrad Vig and Chief Elgin, on the basis of their shared
historical  animosity.  Although  he  does  not  seem to  hold  any racially  offensive  grudge  against
neither Elgin nor black people in general,  Vig,  the 'cracker'  (as Elgin names him; a racial  slur
directed at white people, typically from the rural parts of the South), borrows the words coon and
nigger from the historical discursive practice found in the long period of slavery, racial segregation,
and general oppression of the African American people in the United States, and assigns them new
meaning when he instead directs them at the local Middle-Eastern population. But Vig cannot be
credited with coming up with these ethic slurs on his own – not in the movie itself, where it is
clearly stated that he has his inspiration from an unnamed captain of theirs, nor beyond it – as the
words, both the ones founded on already existing African American smears as well as the other two,
'camel jockey' and 'towelhead', specifically directed at the Middle Easterners, were in use prior to
the making of  Three Kings. However, with the use of these words, their inclusion in the text, an
entirely new situation is created where the movie and its characters, in their own personal conflict,
automatically are coherently connected with the larger overall intertextuality of such innuendo. No
matter  any  potential  satirical  backdrop,  Three  Kings effectively  joins  a  discursive  practice,  a
tradition, defined by the use of derogatory behaviour and speech towards and otherwise regarding
people  of  Middle Eastern  origin.  Yet,  other  than  the  movie's  own use  of  the  words,  the  most
interesting  aspect  of  such  application  of  discourse  is  how  the  movie  –  regardless  of  its  own
intentions – keeps it alive and well and thereby encourages its further practice. This is an example
of how it is not just possible to wrap a certain discourse up in, say, humour; its message, albeit
maybe  unbeknownst  to the one  who exerts  it,  still  retains  the same impact.  In  other  words,  it
basically retains the same ideology.
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Discourse as Social Practice:
Ideology is what lies at the heart of any discourse, a certain ideology, a set of mixed thoughts and
beliefs, that is carried by an act of speech or its textual counterpart. The distinctive thing about
ideology represented by the character of Nagi Hassan in  Executive Decision, however, is that the
interpretation of it can head in a number of different directions. First of all, at a time where Middle
Eastern terrorism had not yet fully taken the step into radical Islam and full-blown worldwide Jihad,
as – at least in popular belief – it did following 9/11, Hassan represents an underlying urge for
religious fundamentalism and hatred towards the infidel West, which otherwise has nothing to do
with those elements. So-called 'terrorists' of Middle Eastern background from the 1960s and 70s and
onwards,  alongside  many  other  ethnicities,  Europeans31 for  example,  were  usually  groups  or
individuals who committed crimes – organized robberies, hijackings, and kidnappings – either with
enrichment or awareness in mind, or both, especially in support of the Palestinian cause in the state
of Israel; it is hinted in Executive Decision that this is also the original motivation of Hassan and the
group he represents, although not at any point specifically. Much can be said and discussed about
these goals, and this is not the point of this project – other than stating that, no matter what, they are
strictly  secular.  It  is  not  possible  nor  relevant  to  say  anything  about  the  personal  religious
preferences of these 'original' Middle Eastern terrorists. The Hassan character, however, undermines
this  whole  secular  purpose  and  gives  the  audience  the  ideological  impression  that  a  Middle
Easterner who might outwardly seem cultured and civilized is in fact a religious extremist on the
inside, seeking nothing but death and destruction upon the West and eternal martyrdom through
suicidal  holy war in the name of Allah.  One might argue  that  this point  of view is tentatively
challenged, by Hassan's  co-conspirator  – who, upon realizing Hassan's  true intetions, states that
such  meaningsless  violence  has  nothing  to  do  with  real  Islamic  views  – but  he  is  firmly  and
instantly overpowered and murdered in blind rage by Al-Thar himself for his failure to cooperate
with his extremism. What is even more interesting is how none of the other hijackers seem to either
care  or  even  feel  the  need  to  question  Hassan's  sudden  rather  radical  change  of  plans,  futher
supporting  the  ideological  notion  that  all  Muslims  are  actually  secretly  extremists  waiting  to
blossom,  just  wanting  to  die  as  martyrs;  they  smoothly  and  unproblematicly  follow  his  idea,
although it means certain death. On a similar note, the discourse simultaneously shows the ideology
31 'Red' terrorist organizations, socialist groups like the West German RAF (Rote Armee Fraktion, Red Army Faction; 
otherwise known as the Baader-Meinhof Group) or the smaller Danish 'Blekingegadebande', are examples of such 
Europeans who supported and collaborated with the pre-Islamist, pre-jihadist Middle-Eastern groups.
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that Middle Easterners in general, the hijackers, follow a strong leader, Hassan, blindly and without
question;  how  they  prefer  herd  mentality  and  lack  indepedence,  relying  solely  on  primitive
collectivist group structures – on safety in numbers. This, more than anything, perhaps even more
than radical Islam, is traditionally one of the most ideologically un-American factors there is, as the
basis for their thinking – as represented, for example, in the United States Constitution – is founded
on strong individualistic ideals.
Considering the ideology represented by the Middle Eastern discourse in  Three Kings, one must
remember that even though the movie in question is indeed infused with both action, thriller, and
drama elements, it  is  still  heavily satirical  at certain points. As mentioned above, this does not
conceal the movie's discourse, but it does however ensure that its ideology can be – and should be –
interpreted in different ways; or, on different levels. Out of these, two main levels are analyzed on
the following lines – the two that represent the primary duality in the ideology. First of all, one
could argue that the satire of the situation where the American soldiers are discussing which ethnic
slurs to use and not to use, in the effort not to step on any toes amongst the African American
soldiers,  is  actually an example of heavy self-deprecating humour. The message that  the movie
makers probably, if not entirely definitely, want to bring is that of a group of young, ignorant, and
very self-centered enlisted men who do not know the first thing about the Middle East  and its
peoples, and who also do not really care. This part of the movie could be seen as a case of the all-
American ignorance about anything outside God's Own Country, a theme that is frequently revisited
by  American  movie  directors  who  aim  for  subtle  cultural  criticism  of  their  nation  and  its
relationship with the world around it, especially countries and cultures that have not enjoyed the
same rapid expansion and progress throughout the modern age and therefore could be considered
less or even underdeveloped, such as Iraq.  This might very well be director David O. Russell's
intention with Three Kings. That being said, and keeping in mind the notion that humour or satire
cannot truly disguise discourse, but merely establish different possible interpretations – perhaps best
explained by the famous adage,  "many a true word is spoken in jest" – the movie also presents a
much deeper rooted, yet maybe alarmingly obvious piece of ideology. While the ethnic slurring and
prejudiced  demonination of  the Iraqis  can be  understood as  purely satirical,  it  can  likewise  be
perceived as just that, namely evidence of intolerance, racism, and xenophobia. The idea is, plain
and simple, that Iraqis, Middle Easterners, can be insulted and their ethnicity and culture verbally
assaulted,  and rightfully so,  while Americans are naturally above such foulness. This is  a clear
example of an ideology that stridently segregates and dissociates different ethnic groups and ranks
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them according to importance, the untouchable and inviolable Americans on top of the low culture
of the Middle Easterners. This also further strengthens the theory of an ideology being present in
American cinema prior to 9/11 that Middle Easterners are to be perceived as primitive and crude,
more so than the civilized Americans and Europeans. The satire used in Three Kings can actually be
added to this thought; that Middle Easterners rank so low in the social hierarchy that they can or
maybe even deserve to be made fun of, and that the sensitive nature of such topics as ethnicity,
culture, and religion is not to be concerned.
The hegemony,  in  short,  the  cultural  control  of  society and its  inhabitants,  infusing them with
certain ideologies, is ensured by the influence and domination of the big mainstream movie studios
mentioned above. They are the ones that make sure to distribute the Middle Eastern discourse, and
thereby the ideology, to the largest possible audience, and they arguably do so with a capability that
few other cultural institutions and perhaps no other studios and indepedent movie projects would
ever be able to manage.
Part 2: After 9/11
Lesley Jeffries:
In  Body of Lies  we will  be concentrating on the following characters:  CIA agent  Roger Ferris,
Ferris'  boss  Ed  Hoffman,  the  director  of  the  Jordanian  intelligence  service,  Hani  Salaam,  and
terrorist group leader, Al-Saleem. 
The film opens with a subtitled statement spoken in Arabic by the film’s main antagonist, terrorist
leader Al-Saleem, as seen in appendix 3.1. Since this statement is spoken in Arabic it is not possible
for  us  to  analyze  Al-Saleem’s  mastering  of  the  English  language  using  this  example.  We can
however look at Al-Saleem’s use of naming and his consistent use of the modal verb ‘will’. Al-
Saleem’s choice of neutrally naming Britain, Europe, and America by their exact neutral nouns is
striking since it would be fair to assume that Al-Saleem, a leader of a terrorist organization, would
choose to either name these countries  with biased nouns or perhaps add pre-  or post-modifiers
carrying ideological meaning to the clauses to further determine his perceived view of the nature of
these referents, for example: ‘pagan Britain’,  ‘the hateful American wars’, ‘diseased Europe’ and
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‘cowardly America’. The second striking thing is as mentioned his consistent use of the 'will'. In
almost every verb phrase  he chooses  to  apply the verb 'will'  as the auxiliary to  the main verb
resulting in mostly simple future: “We will avenge...”, “We will come...”, “We will strike...” and
“They will bleed.”. These constructions form confident predictions in regard to what Al-Saleem sees
as facts of the future thus adding further determination to his statements. Worth noting as well is
that Al-Saleem chooses to consistently make use of the first person plural 'we' thus including his
fellow extremist grunts in the terrorist group's accomplicements, while Hassan in both appendix 1.1
and 1.2 consistently constructed his sentences with the first person singular 'I' as the subject thereby
taking full credit for his terrorist cell's accomplicements. Near the end of the film we learn from an
extensive dialogue exchange between Al-Saleem and Ferris (appendix 3.3) that Al-Saleem is very
well spoken in English and speaks it completely grammatically correct.
When introduced to Ed Hoffman, it quickly becomes evident that the most notable thing about his
linguistic constructions is his fondness for using the tool of contrasting. When meeting with either
colleagues or higher-ups in the CIA Hoffman delivers the statement seen in appendix 3.2. In this he
frequently refers to the enemy as ‘they’ and then follows up by referring to at the very least the CIA
(and arguably the entirety of America) as ‘we’ thus creating a complementary opposite. Jeffries
provides simple examples of this scenario such as alive/dead, male/female right/wrong,  and the
complementary opposite in this case would be ‘we (CIA/America)’  opposite them or they/them
(terrorists, extremists).  He then creates an even greater distance between we and them by saying:
“And  our world… and  our world changes completely.” Here he creates another complementary
opposite being our/their in which ‘their world’ of course is implicit understood. Interestingly the
exact same simple complementary opposite we/they is seen applied by Al-Saleem in appendix 3.1. 
In the below dialogue exchange between Hoffman and his wife we how he uses naming as well as
another example of contrasting, though this one is entirely implicit. 
Hoffman’s wife: “Ed, it’s six o’clock in the morning.”
Hoffman: “Saving civilization, honey.”
By using the noun ‘civilization’ it is fair to assume that Hoffman has chosen this specific noun to
name at the very least America and quite possibly the majority of the  western hemisphere.  An
obvious  other  possibility  for  Hoffman  would  have  been:  “Saving  America,  honey.”  The  noun
‘civilization’  however,  carries  the  ideological  meaning  of  a  civilized  nation  and  thus  he  again
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creates  an  implicit  complementary  opposite:  Civilization  (America,  The  West)  opposite  Non-
civilization (The Middle East). 
Finally two more examples of Hoffman’s fondness for contrasting are seen below, the first when
commenting on a potential asset and the second when referring to Hani Salaam: “So he wants to
come to America in one piece instead of going to Paradise in a thousand. Well he should have
thought of that before.” Here, Hoffman with his use of ‘instead’ creates a replacive opposition32: X:
He wants to come to America in one piece instead of Y: Going to Paradise in a thousand (pieces).  
Hoffman: “You’ll be working with a guy named Hani Salaam who is not  your run of the mill
fingernail  puller,  Hani’s  a  professional.”  Hoffman produces  a  standard  negated  opposition:  X:
Hani’s a professional, not Y: Your run of the mill fingernail puller.
When introduced to Hani Salaam, we very quickly learn that he does live up to Hoffman’s naming
of him as  a  professional.  He is  both polite  and very well  spoken  in the English language and
consistently throughout the film speaks it grammatically correct mastering the tenses, singulars and
plurals etc., and constructs all his sentences with the nescessary elements just as Al-Saleem. We see
that this as well as his professionalism is evident in his dialogue exchange with Ferris found in
appendix 3.4. His politeness is shown in his choice to consistently address Ferris as ‘Mr. Ferris’ and
he professionally names the fundamentalist exactly this – fundamentalist – no more, no less, as he
does not add any further ideological meaning to the noun in the form of pre- or post-modifiers. He
names  himself  the  enemy  of  the  fundamentalist  and  then  using  the  modal  adverb  ‘perhaps’
hypothesizes: “Perhaps the worst kind.”, distancing himself completely from them.
In  regards  to  Roger  Ferris,  despite  Ed  Hoffman  being  his  boss,  Ferris  is  throughout  the  film
presented as a man with a view on the Middle East and its people very different from Hoffman's
view. Much of this is in fact most evident to us in either the dialogue exchanges between him and
Hoffman or dialogue exchanges in which Hoffman is mentioned. 
In  appendix  3.5  we  see  how Ferris  as  a  response  groups  himself  with  Hani  using  a  negated
opposition X: This is me, sir not Y: Ed Hoffman/Ferris' predecessor thus distancing himself from
Hoffman and his methods. 
32 Ibid: p. 58.
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In  appencix 3.6 Ferris  proposes:  “What  if  I like the Middle East?” to which Hoffman promptly
replies: “Ain’t nobody likes the Middle East, buddy, there’s nothing to like.” Rather than forming
his reponse as for example a question: “Why do you like the Middle East, buddy?” Hoffman instead
declares that nobody likes the Middle East by using the tool of assuming/implying. And in line with
Jeffries hypothesis, Ferris does not actually question Hoffman's statement but simply hypothesizes:
“Hm. Maybe that's the problem right there isn't it, Ed?”
In appendix 3.7 Ferris however applies the technique of implying/assuming, thus creating a strong
sentence structure: “I'm here, Ed, every day, and I see the unnecessary travesties of this war that
the rest of you backstabbing fucking bureaucrats only look at pictures of [...]” The main proposition
can be argued with – whether Ferris see the travesties every day – but Ferris ideology expressed
through the following presupposition, the subordinate clause, is harder to argue with.
Finally it is worth briefly looking at a piece of monologue in appendix 3.8 spoken by the terrorist
executioner as he too adds to the representation of the film's antagonist, Al-Saleem, and his terrorist
organization. The executioner's naming as we see is heavy with ideologic meaning as he names the
likes of Ferris 'infidels' and 'non-believer'.
The last film we will be analyzing is  Zero Dark Thirty in which we follow the main character,
Maya, as well as many other characters in the decade-long hunt for Osama bin Laden. As this film
proved to have surprisingly few linguistic representations of Middle Eastern people, terrorists as
well as citizens, much of the dialogue analyzed in the following is spoken by the Americans and
their  presented  opinions  of  the  Middle  Eastern  people  who  in  this  film's  case  turn  out  to  be
predominantly terrorists. 
The film opens with an interrogation scene between the interrogated, Ammar, and the American
interrogator, Dan, who works for the CIA. As seen in appendix 4.l, not much dialogue is spoken by
Ammar as he refuses to confess or admit to anything and so Dan does most of the talking.
Throughout the interrogation, when not naming Ammar by his proper name, Dan chooses to name
him as 'dude',  'friend',  and especially 'bro'.  Most likely,  given the context of Dan's  use of these
nouns,  it  is  not  Dan's  intention to evoke these nouns'  traditional  meanings,  being positive,  and
which are lost during his interrogation process as we saw in  Three Kings  when Said interrogates
Barlow and uses naming like 'my main man', 'dude', 'dude-ski' etc. When Ammar talks back, Dan
replies:  “And you're a money man.  Paper boy.  A disgrace to humanity.” After  very negatively
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naming Ammar this way, Dan immediately says: “You and your uncle murdered 3000 innocent
people.” Here Dan uses the transitive verb 'murder' making the object '3000 innocent people' part of
the predicate. In regards to representing actions/events/states, Jeffries mentiones 'Material Action
Intentional' (MAI), 'Material Action Supervention' (MAS) and 'Material Action Events' (MAE)33.
MAI  are  intentional  and  performed  by  conscious  beings,  MAS  are  unintentional  actions  by
conscious beings, and lastly MAI: “[...] refers to the use of verbs with an inanimate Actor, where
human agency is either missing or played down.”34. In this case, Dan's use of 'murdered' refers to
the intentional action performed by the conscious beings, the Actor: Ammar and his uncle, the goal
of the sentence being the object, '3000 innocent people', and the lastly the process being the verb,
'murdered'.
Norman Fairclough:
Discourse as Text:
In Ridley Scott's movie Body of Lies from 2008, that is, an example of a movie after the attacks on
September 11, 2001, it is clearly evident that the Middle Eastern discourse has headed in a whole
new, very different – and, to some extent, very contrasting – direction. The movie presents an array
of different characters, whose respective dialogues, sometimes in confrontation with one another,
all  show interesting  aspects  of  its  discourse,  but  the  far  most  compelling  one  –  especially  in
comparison  to  the  movies  and examples  of  discourse  that  came  before  9/11 – is  that  of  Hani
Salaam. Roger Ferris, the main character, associates with both Salaam as well as his American boss
with the CIA, Ed Hoffman, and the wanted jihadist leader only known as Al-Saleem, and anyone of
them  offers  great  examples  of  the  post  9/11  discourse.  But  the  Salaam  character  is  such  an
interesting new take on the Middle Eastern representation that he must be the main focus point from
Body of Lies.
33 Ibid: p. 41.
34 Ibid: p. 41.
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Hani Salaam, the director of the General Intelligence Directorate in Amman, Jordan, is from the
very beginning presented as an imposing leader, a cunning strategist, and a perfect gentleman; as
well as a formidable enemy to the jihadist elements in his home country that he so relentlessly hunts
down. Very much in tune with the movie's somewhat Machiavellian theme – prevalent in movies of
this genre – where the characters  scrupulously employ the means of deception, dishonesty,  and
double-dealing to get exactly what they want from one another, Salaam is indeed a prince in his
own right. In this manner he is not so different from a character like, for example, Nagi Hassan
from Executive Decision, and even shares some rather villainy traits for a character supposed to be
on the same side as the 'good guys',  or at least the main character Roger Ferris, but the real the
difference is that nowhere in his text does he show any sympathy for neither the Muslim religion
nor the jihadist movement. Other than that, Salaam's English vocabulary is huge and advanced for a
non-native speaker   and his  grammar  impeccable  except  for  a  few oddities,  not  grammatically
wrong, but strange-sounding in a traditional sense. In a scene towards the end of the movie, Salaam
and Ferris meet in a Jordanian hospital ward and evaluate the preceding course of events. Here, he
displays  the  ability  to  use advanced  words  and  to  do so correctly  –  for  example,  he mentions
aircraft in its correct plural form without the otherwise typical -s ending, something only a few non-
native speakers realize (as the non-standard plural form, 'aircrafts', is actually in use amongst people
with English as a second language) – and he creates long, complex sentences and employs little
courtesies like 'I admit' and 'I believe' interposed here and there in his text. The only habit a bit
strange about him, in traditional English-speaking sense, is his consistent use of 'my dear'  when
addressing male colleagues and friends,  such as Roger Ferris;  this is  a form of address usually
reserved for more intimate relationships, for example that of lovers or of parents and their children.
It can, however, be attributed to Salaam's level of education and knowlegde of the English langauge
that he has chosen to directly translate the common Arabic greeting habibi ('my dear', 'my beloved')
and use it like he would in his native language, where it is perfectly normal to address a distant
relation such as one from work, a neighbor,  or even just  a random person on the street  in this
manner.
For  a  relatively recent  movie,  revolving around matters  like Osama bin Laden,  Al-Qaeda,  and
international Islamist terrorism, Kathryn Bigelow's  Zero Dark Thirty  actually contains very little
explicitly 'Middle Eastern' discourse. The American and Western characters in general, who get the
greater part of the almost three hours of screen time, seldom address other aspects of the Middle
Eastern issue than the concrete hunt for Osama bin Laden, and the Middle Eastern characters –
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those who actually have roles as jihadists and terrorists as opposed to the several Middle Easterners,
including Assyrian-Swedish actor Fares Fares, who are working with the CIA – have only been
assigned very sparse pieces of dialogue. In the discursive context of this paper, the most interesting
parts of the movie take place during approximately the first half of the run-time, when Maya, the
main character and CIA intelligence analyst, alongside her colleague Dan – self-appointed  "bad
fucking news" – tortures  and interrogates  the ethnically Balochi  Al-Qaeda associate Ammar al-
Baluchi at a so-called 'black site'35 in Pakistan; and later the high-ranking Al-Qaeda member from
Libya, Abu Faraj al-Libbi. In this sometimes very heated interaction between American intelligence
agents and radical Middle Eastern terrorists, some very interesting pieces of discourse are produced,
especially concerning the continuous clashes between the two very different cultures. In this case,
the respective  choices  of  vocabulary and uses of  grammar of  the different  characters  is  not  as
important as how they react and respond to each other, typically in the direction from the Middle
Easterner  to the American,  and either with in-comprehension or confusion, which adds to their
character portrayal and construction. This essentially means that for this movie the function of the
text rather than its structure is in focus.
Discursive Practice:
The years following the jihadist attack on World Trade Center have seen a change in the Middle-
Eastern discourse and its practice as represented in American cinema. In a movie like Body of Lies,
the  main  Middle  Eastern  character,  Hani  Salaam  –  who,  first  of  all,  does  not  function  as  an
antagonist – is naturally, given the character's premise, not connected to the stereotypical islamist or
jihadist coherence and intertextuality. He does not use words like 'infidel', belonging to that kind of
discursive practice. In fact, nothing in his speech really defines him as specifically Middle Eastern,
and this – in itself – is a quite interesting turn of events. Instead we see a Middle Eastern character
defined by a high degree of linguistic professionalism, expertise, and efficiency, directed at radical
Islam and its  practitioners,  and who stands side by side with the Americans,  albeit  sometimes
uneasily for the sake of drama. Hani Salaam is connected to an entirely new discourse for a Middle
Easterner, namely that of the anglophone westerner who actively criticizes and disagrees with the
35 Military terminology for a typically undisclosed location where 'black projects', e.g., secret prisons and detaining 
camps, are conducted, most recently linked to the United States, the CIA, and the "War on Terror", and generally 
found outside U.S. territory and legal jurisdiction.
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jihadists, while he still retains an aura of exoticness and unfamiliarity. In other words, and minding
his own personal Middle Eastern character twist of course, he is an example of an Arab – with his
extensive  vocabulary  and  grammar  as  mentioned  above,  yet  lacking  the  passion  for  religious
extremism and terrorist activity – who exercises the discursive practice of an American or westerner
in general.
A good example of the discursive practice of the cultural opposition and differences between the
Americans and the Middle-Easterners in  Zero Dark Thirty is the scene where Maya interrogates
senior terrorist Abu Faraj al-Libbi, wanting to extract information about yet another Al-Qaeda asset.
Al-Libbi reluctantly describes this man that Maya is looking for as:  "Tall, long white beard, thin,
walks with a cane." Upon hearing this account, Maya smirks and observes: "Kinda like Gandalf."
She – of course – refers to one of the famous wizard characters from the three-part fantasy novel
The Lord of the Rings (1954/55) by English author J.R.R. Tolkien, subsequently played by English
actor Ian McKellen in the well-known movie trilogy adaption from 2001-2003 (that is, also at the
point in history portrayed by Zero Dark Thirty) directed by Peter Jackson. As one of the best-selling
books ever written, the book as well the movies are cornerstones in modern, not only British, but
Western in general and even worldwide popular culture, known – at least moderately – by most
people, but to this reference al-Libbi only frowns: "Who?" Maya links her text to this enormous
accumulation of intertextuality in an effort to create understanding and solidarity with the – from
her  point  of  view –  alien  al-Libbi  and  his  text,  thinking  that  he  would  surely  recognize  this
conversational attempt, but instead he comes up completely short, not knowing what she is talking
about. This shows how the movie focusses  a lot  on the cultural  in-comprehension between the
Americans and their Middle Eastern adversaries, usually concerned with a piece of knowlegde that
the Americans have but the Middle Easterners lack. On the other hand, this is perfectly in tune with
a much more general theme of at least the first half of the movie, that is, superiority and dominance
through discursive practice;  one discourse  ranking above another  or  more discourses.  Although
Zero Dark Thirty received generally favorable reviews, the movie was also heavily criticized for its
use – and thereby promotion – of harsh physical  and psychological torture methods and violent
interrogation techniques. Be that as it  may, the torture sequences produce some very interesting
discourse, much of which can be understood in connection to the overall pattern of Middle Eastern
discourse. Most of it is perfomed by the CIA agent Dan, a so-called intelligence specialist, who also
does most of the actual torture. A few examples of this threatening and very belligerent dialogue
could be the first lines of the movie, to terrorist associate Ammar al-Baluchi: "I own you, Ammar.";
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as well as later: "When you lie to me, I hurt you." and "Can I be honest with you? I am bad fucking
news. I'm not your friend. I'm not gonna help you. I'm gonna break you. Any questions?"
Discourse as Social Practice:
The ideology conveyed  by the discourse  of  the Hani  Salaam character  in  Body of  Lies is,  not
surprisingly, very different from what is seen in the movies prior to 9/11. For some reason, there is
an obvious need to ideologically portray Middle Easterners in a new way, to change their discourse,
and thereby disseminate a new understanding of them to the public. Hani Salaam is a way of doing
this. He can be understood as sort of a discursive common ground between the Americans and the
former enemy,  he helps to establish a bridge between their two worlds. Ideologically,  Salaam's
discourse creates a whole new class of Middle Easterners. With such a huge focus on the region
following  the  9/11  attacks,  one  might  find  it  imperative  to  portray  the  enemy,  in  the  textual
counterpart, in a more diverse manner than before. Salaam helps the audience distinguish between
the  'good'  Arabs  and  the  'bad'  Arabs,  the  ones  that  share  the  religious  fundamentalism of,  for
example, Nagi Hassan and his team of hijackers from Executive Decision. These are still present in
the newer movies, Body of Lies included, but usually reserved for the roles of little-speaking grunts,
and the more nuanced Salaam-esqe characters have much to say. The movie's terrorist leader, Al-
Saleem, shares many features with Salaam, even though the enmity and hatred of the West separate
them. Both serve as someone the Westerners can learn to know and relate to, as allies as well as
enemies.
The ideology represented by the characters in Zero Dark Thirty is very much alike the one found in
Three Kings, albeit cloaked in aggressive and brutal realism rather than satire. Yet again, one could
argue that the discursive practice of the movie sends out the message that, on one hand, Middle
Easterners  are  primitive  and  do  not  understand  the  many  facets  of  the  more  refined  Western
cultures, and they rank lower, if not lowest, in the global hierarchy partly for this reason. In other
words, the movie's collective discourse is a method for the American culture to assert itself above
its  Middle  Eastern  counterpart,  of  course  very  much  in  connection  to  the  entire  narrative  and
general  message other than the explicitly textual foundation. In  this way,  the discourse of  Zero
Dark Thirty serves as part of the legitimation process for the idea of the war on terror and agelong
relentless hunt for Al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden by the international community, which can be
40
understood  as  somewhat  of  a  questionable  banishment  from  established  society;  especially
considering how all of it ended, also depicted in the movie, with the execution of bin Laden, shot
down alongside several other members of his household in Abbottabad, Pakistan, by a professional
team of Navy SEAL soldiers in the early hours of May 2, 2011.
Conclusion:
We can conclude that in  Executive Decision  there occurs a significant change in Nagi Hassan’s
naming/describing and his way in representing actions/events/states In appendix 1.1 his naming is
completely neutral and unbiased and his use of ‘will’ solely expresses the futurity of events and his
use of 'will' is used purely in the third person singular. In 1.2, when his true goal is revieled the
complete  opposite  takes  place  as  Hassan  now  uses  very  biased  naming  expressing  his  true
ideologies, he applies the use of the first person singular 'I' to most of his statements now eager to
take full credit for his achievements. Lastly, we can conclude that comparatively the naming used
by the protagonist David Grant and the commando unit stays  completely neutral  throughout the
film.  Any reference  to  or  naming  of  their  enemy is  done either  through  personal  pronouns  of
numbers, apart from the one already mentioned exception uttered by Grant in the beginning of the
movie. 
In  Three Kings it became evident that the overall representation of the Iraqi population is divided
into the two groups represented by Said and Amir. Said’s naming is biased and carries ideological
meaning and he multiple times chooses to include Barlow as a responsible part of the tragedies by
consistently using the personal pronoun ‘your’ rather than for example ‘America’ or ‘the American
government’. Amir does this only once. Amir and his group use very neutral naming and are not as
conclusive in their communication with our protagonists but much more open minded as seen in the
example  with  Vig’s  ignorance  in  appendix  2.4.  Lastly,  we  can  conclude  that  the  American
protagonists naming is only biased when referring to the Iraqi war prisoners.
In Body of Lies Ed Hoffman is quickly established as a bigot and representing an arguably all too
common biased American view on the Middle East. This was done in large by frequent use of
contrasting. He numerous times created a sharp contrast between his created world and its idelogies
and the ideologies of the Middle East itself and also Roger Ferris' created world and his much more
tolerant and (given his many first hand accounts with the locals) informed view of the Middle East
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and its culture. Both the main Middle Eastern representations, embodied by the polar opposites  Al-
Saleem and Hani Salaam speak fluent and grammatically correct English. 
In Zero Dark Thirty we were given very little linguistic representation of the Middle Eastern people
be they terrorists or regular civilians. Most of the dialogue spoken in the film is uttered by the
American agents and this can be argued in part reveals some evidence in a change towards more
serious and respectful  naming (respectful  in the sense that they acknowledge the danger  of Al-
Qaeda) and general description of terrorists and al-Qaeda.
From the Faircloughian perspective of the critical discourse analysis, the movie examples prior to
the Al-Qaeda attacks on September 11, 2001, Stuard Baird's  Executive Decision from 1996 and
David O. Russell's  Three Kings from 1999, together present the ideology that Middle-Easterners,
Arabic-speakers  in  particular,  no matter  the reasons for  their insurgency and acts  of  terror,  are
actually secretly Islamist extremists; it lies dormant as part of their mentality, waiting for a strong
leader to inspire it and to be be followed without further question. Moreover, the ideology states
that  different  cultures  can  and must  be  ranked  according  to  importance  and standing,  with  the
Americans having supremacy above the Middle Easterners – the ones that fit the profile of such
derogatory terms as dune coon, sand nigger, towel head, and camel jockey, all of which are justly
practiced  because  of  their  lower  cultural  status.  In  the  movies  following  the  9/11  attacks,  the
ideology is further developed into two different directions. Ridley Scott's  Body of Lies from 2008
divides Middle Easterners into two distinct groups or classes: The 'good' people who share the same
opinions, approaches, and goals of the Americans, that is, typically directed at the 'bad' people who
retain their wicked ways of Muslim extremism, hatred of the West, and a generally more Middle
Eastern outlook. Kathryn Bigelow's Zero Dark Thirty further enforces the idea of cultural division,
even more aggressively, and arguably to conclusively legitimize the military and clandestine actions
of the Americans in the Middle East, such as the execution of Osama bin Laden.
Discussion:
One of the major points of this research project is Norman Fairclough's theory and method as part
of  the  critical  discourse  analysis.  Yet  one  detail  in  particular  it  is  important  to  keep  in  mind,
considering Fairclough, is that he himself originally devised his academic ideas and approaches for
application authentic, non-fictitious texts, especially those – speeches and official statements – of
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right wing politicians in the primarily conservative government climate of the United Kingdom in
the 1980s. In other words, Fairclough's CDA method is not normally applied to fictitious texts, as it
is  strictly the case  with this project;  and many experts  on the subject,  maybe  even  Fairclough
himself, would conceivably argue against it. The reasons for using Fairclough, however, in spite of
this, were his near absolute authority in the field as well as the fact that the conclusive focus of the
project was not the origins of the featured texts as much as the the different ideological beliefs that
they contain and convey. It was never the point of the project to make any assessments on whether
factual or fictitious texts are the better conductors of ideology – that is, the movies were not chosen
for their fiction value, but merely for their interesting viewpoints – and we therefore saw no reason
not to make use of Fairclough. We believe that when searching for such basic ideological elements
in the texts as the ones treated on the preceding pages, the nature of the text – a point that has also
been made several  times in the analysis  (for  example,  a text  not being able to disguise its  true
ideological  quality  with  humor).  As  much  as  we  are  aware  of  the  original  background  of
Fairclough's thoughts, the goal of this change has consistently been the ideology of the text and the
change it goes through, and that alone.
The  final  choice  of  movies  featured  in  the  critical  discourse  analysis  were  made with  several
different  reasons in mind, and over time during the continuous writing process.  First of all,  we
settled on four movies, two from each time period, primarily because of the limited physical size
and time frame of such a project. The movies are meant to be exemplary and representative for the
ideological development during the chosen period. We are aware that with different movies – or
even just different analytical approaches to the movies that we have – the final results might very
well have been different as well, maybe just slightly or maybe considerably, and one could argue
that four movies are not enough to cover such a huge field; yet we choose to counter with the fact
that, in principal, no amount of texts could ever be considered truly sufficient and fulfilling in such
an analysis, and any other results, no matter their degree of academic concord with ours, would
always  come in the form of  distinctive interpretations and constructions.  The example,  or case
study, lies at the very heart of an analysis such as this, and the results in consequence.
Early on when we decided to aplly Jeffries theories and her developed analytical tool set in our
analysis we knew that it probably would not be possible nor benefitial for us to meticulously apply
all 10 tools to our analysis just for the sake of being able to touch upon all possible areas in our
analysis. We wanted to limit ourselves to a few select tools so that we would be able to garner as
43
much information as possible in a few certain areas the logic being that we this way would be able
to reach solid conclusions which would sufficiently aid us in answering our research question. It
quickly became clear to us, however, that chosing the latter approach wouldn't suffice either as our
selected films did not offer up the easy possibility of simply comparing the use of a few selected
tools in the movies before and after 9/11 as the films' content simply varied too much. Thus our
final analytical approach ended up being a mix of sorts between the two as we ended up deciding
that we would analyze the individual films using the tools that we deemed most fitting and which
would in each given case help us extract the most interesting and meaningful information. While
this approach too some degree prevents us from consistently concluding differences or similarities
in the selected films' application of the tools before and after 9/11 we believe that by chosing to
apply the tools we found the most fitting in each individual case we have been able to extract
information that allows us to come up with much more well rounded conclusions about the different
character roles and how the films choose to present them before and after 9/11.
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